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Abstract 
 

Managerial changes to Australian universities have had considerable impact on 
employees. In this paper we consider some of these changes and apply a theory 
known as the democratic deficit to them. This theory was developed from the 
democratic critique of managerialism, as it has been applied in the public sector in 
countries with Westminster-type political systems. This deficit covers the weakening 
of accountability through politicisation, the denial of public values through the use of 
private sector performance practices, and the hollowing out of the state through the 
contracting out and privatisation of public goods and services, and the redefinition of 
citizens as customers and clients. We suggest that the increased power of managers, 
expansion of the audit culture, and the extensive use of contract employment seem to 
be weakening the democratic culture and role of universities in part by replacing 
accountability as responsibility with accountability as responsiveness.  
 
Key words: Democratic deficit, audit culture, casualisation, universities, 
managerialism 
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Are Australia’s universities in deficit? 
A tale of generic managers, audit culture, and casualisation 
Over the past two decades there has been much discussion and analysis of the impact of 
managerial policies and practices on public universities. In this paper we use a theory known 
as the democratic deficit to examine some of the changes being wrought by use of the 
managerial agenda in Australian universities. In particular, we concentrate on the first 
component of the democratic deficit—weakening accountability, where the wide notion of 
accountability as responsibility is replaced with the narrow understanding of accountability as 
responsiveness. We understand managerialism to be the application of neo-liberal thinking to 
the public sector, the use of private sector practices being a key feature. In recent years, 
governments have augmented the use of these practices through marketisation such as the 
description of students as customers for whose business universities compete by promoting 
their brands.  
 
The democratic deficit theory was developed from the critiques of managerialism in the 
public sector, Westminster-type public services in particular. It is a consequence of the use of 
managerial practice and refers to the erosion of a democratic ethos as a consequence of the 
use of managerial practices in public institutions. Those critical of the managerial argument 
have observed what Kimber and Maddox (2003, p. 62) describe as ‘three paradoxical results 
of managerial restructuring’. First, accountability is weakened by replacing responsibility 
with responsiveness. The promotion of generic managers, expansion of an audit culture, and 
erosion of academic freedom through casualisation of employment illustrate this trend and 
are considered in this article. Second, the roles and values of public servants are denied as a 
consequence of using private sector performance practices inappropriately such as the setting 
of performance targets for qualitative activities like research and teaching. Third, ‘some 
observers document the rise of a “hollow state” (Rhodes, 1994)’ (Kimber & Maddox, 2003, 
p. 62). A hollow state is a situation in which where accountability lines have been blurred (as 
a consequence of the public goods and services having been removed from the public sector 
via contracting out, purchaser/provider splits, Public Private Partnerships or privatisation for 
example) and citizenship has been diminished through a customer focus (where citizens are 
redefined as customers or clients) (Kimber, 2000, Rhodes, 1994). While the concept of the 
democratic deficit has been used in in relation to the European parliament, our use here in 
respect to universities draws on its application to the restructuring of the Australian Public 
Service (Kimber & Maddox, 2003) and to school-based management in Australia (Kimber & 
Ehrich, 2011). The three components of the democratic deficit outlined above match up 
against the three arguments posited by those advancing the managerialist position. These 
arguments and the democratic deficit critique of them are outlined in table one below.  
Table 1 
Components of the managerial argument and the democratic deficit position  
 
Components Managerial argument Democratic Deficit position 
1 Strengthen accountability by 
promoting generic managers, 
seeking to increase ministerial 
control, making greater use of 
ministerial officers, and making 
senior public employees’ jobs 
insecure. 
Weaken accountability by replacing 
responsibility with responsiveness such as 
through promoting generic managers, use of 
market-based control mechanisms such as quality 
audits, and erosion of academic freedom by 
placing workers on casual or fixed-term 
contracts. 
2 Improve efficiency by using 
private sector performance 
practices. 
Deny the roles and the values of public sector 
employees through the inappropriate use of 
private sector practices such as applying 
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performance targets to research.  
3 Serve citizens better by clarifying 
accountability lines and 
inculcating a customer focus. 
Hollow state emerges through the blurring of  
accountability lines and a customer focus.  
 
In this paper, our concern is the first component of the democratic deficit—the weakening of 
accountability through the replacement of accountability as responsibility (public sector 
accountability) with accountability as responsiveness to market signals (market 
accountability) (Kimber & Maddox, 2003; Pillay & Kimber, 2009). We highlight the 
implications of the centrality of generic managers, some of the consequences of an audit 
culture, and the casualisation of the university workforce. These trends point to the 
dominance of managerial values over academic (and democratic) values, thereby potentially 
weakening universities—a concern that is perhaps heightened as Australian public 
universities undergo further change.  
 
The role of universities in a democracy 
Central to all three components of the democratic deficit is the distinctiveness of the public 
sector, and its role in meeting the collective needs and goals of citizens. Our underlying 
perspective is that public universities are a public good for the public good. The public good 
is concerned with values such as social cohesion, fairness and respect; values that are seen to 
be distant from managerial discourse (Beckmann & Cooper, 2004). Under managerialism, 
there has been a shift away from viewing universities as places to cultivate the mind, of 
higher learning, and of debate to corporate institutions whose priorities lie with market share, 
competition, and serving the needs of the market (Gaita, 2012; Shore, 2008). Within this 
context, it is not the job or place of ‘managers’ to question or critique current practices but to 
conform to the audits, meet the performance targets, and ensure compliance by the workers 
(O’Brien & Down, 2002). We argue that the managerial thinking that pervades university 
practices is inherently undemocratic because it works against the role of universities to 
promote the discussion and debate critical to democracy through the work of public 
intellectuals and the development of citizens who, as critical thinkers, contribute to public 
discussion (Gaita, 2012; Giroux, 2010).  
 
Manageralism can be viewed as undemocratic as its advocates do not seem to tolerate debate 
or questioning, and prize efficiency over equity and justice. Ethics becomes an ‘ethic of 
effectiveness’ that is based on measurement and an audit culture preoccupied with counting 
(Preston, 2001; Shore, 2008). From this instrumental ethos, people are viewed as objects, 
‘compromis[ing] a capacity for ethics’ (Samier, 2008, p. 12). Being accountable requires 
public officials—including academics—to act in an ethical manner. Trust between members 
of public organisations is essential for such actions. However, in an organisation where 
power is concentrated in the hands of ‘managers’, where the role of academics is diminished, 
and the workforce is casualised, it is likely that a reasonable degree of distrust might exist 
(By, Diefenbach, & Klarmer, 2008; Hill, 2012). As Hammond and Churchman (2008, p. 241) 
state, ‘Accountability based in a culture of distrust is not accountability, but coercion’.  
 
From the perspective of those taking the democratic deficit position, ‘accountability is 
weakened because managerialists deny the political nature of public management’ (Kimber & 
Maddox, 2003, p. 6). This argument draws attention to the essential publicness of public 
sector organisations whether they be core public service departments or public universities. 
There is a direct contrast between accountability as responsibility (public sector) and 
accountability as responsiveness (market). Proponents of the democratic deficit perspective 
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recognise that there have been areas of the public sector where the use of private sector has 
been beneficial. They are concerned where private sector management practices have been 
applied inappropriately to public sector organisations such as the consequences of appointing 
and promoting generic managers in public sector organisations designed to serve the public 
good. Focusing on universities in Westminster systems, three processes seem to be occurring. 
 
1. Elevating managers and managerial values above academic values.  
2. Increasing control through ‘accountability’ devices such as quality audits that 
contribute to what could be described as an audit culture.  
3. Increasing de-professionalisation of academics through removing tenure and the 
associated potential to erode academic freedom. Similar to the way in which tenure 
provides the conditions for public servants to provide apolitical advice in a ‘frank and 
fearless’ manner, employment security facilitates the academic freedom necessary for 
academics to analyse, critique, and speak out. This process is evident in the 
casualisation of academic work. 
 
We consider these three processes below, beginning with a discussion of the rise of academic 
managers, then moving to the emergence of an audit culture, and finally the casualisation of 
academic work. The consequence of each of these processes is a movement towards to the 
first component of the democratic deficit—the weakening of accountability. 
 
The rise of academic managers 
 
The rise of the corporate university has led to the transformation of the Vice-Chancellor into 
a CEO and led to the rise of the generic manager, particularly at the head of school level. 
Academics adhere to what might be considered traditional academic roles and values, with 
education as a public good at the centre. Managers adhere to managerial values, promoting 
market understandings of responsiveness, consumers, products, and money making. For 
Winter (2009), those who hold managerial values prosper in this environment as they 
experience value alignment. The introduction and spread of managerialism in higher 
education institutions in Australia and the United Kingdom has resulted in schisms between 
academic managers and managed academics (Deem & Brehony, 2005). The former group, 
e.g., heads of schools, have internalised the values of managerialism and therefore have value 
congruence with the organisation. For instance, from her study of a health faculty in an 
Australian university, Thomas-Gregory (2014) suggests that, despite the tensions they 
experience, some heads of schools state that they love their job and they have a high degree 
of job satisfaction. By contrast, the latter group, lecturers, researchers, and tutors—continuing 
and contract—have values incongruence (Deem & Brehony, 2005; Winter, 2009). This 
argument is not that there have been academics who have experienced value incongruence in 
the past or that some academic managers experience such incongruence. It also does not deny 
that some heads of school experience tensions such as that from being between senior staff 
and academic staff (Smith & Winter-Irving, 2009). Rather that it is a different type of 
incongruence and that this incongruence is of a heightened nature as a consequence of the 
focus on the individual within managerialism. As Thomas-Gregory (2014, p. 5) observes, 
‘middle management’ positions such as head of school ‘always’ have been important within 
universities; however, ‘the cultural and policy shifts [associated with managerialism have] 
greatly elevated the importance of this position’. In their study of academic managers in the 
United Kingdom, for example, Deem, Hillyard and Reed (2007) identified differences among 
universities and between those at higher levels of management (e.g., Vice-Chancellor) and 
those in middle management positions (e.g., heads of schools). Those occupying middle level 
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management positions in pre-1992 universities adhered less to managerial values than did 
those in post-1992 universities. Similarly, researchers have observed that deans and heads of 
schools experience the tension of being between senior management and academic staff 
(Deem, et al., 2007; Scott, Coates, & Adams, 2008; Smith & Winter-Irving, 2009). However, 
Deem and her colleagues have noted that managerialism had been impacting all levels of the 
universities in their study, with many managers at both middle and senior levels using 
managerial rhetoric. The use of this rhetoric indicates a greater adherence to managerial 
values among these academic managers than they might have felt in the past. From such 
research it can be suggested that there has been a trend towards the weakening of 
accountability in these UK and Australian universities.  
 
One reason for this adherence could be the power wielded by heads of schools in the 
corporate university. For some researchers, the concentration of power in the hands of heads 
of schools can lead to ethical perversions (e.g., a seeming interest in the power brought by 
their positions), claims of incompetence by staff, and low morale (Hil, 2012). Marginson and 
Considine’s (quoted in Hil, 2012, pp. 51-52) observation that ‘academic sensibilities are 
having a diminishing influence on the development of universities, those who argue that 
universities should be treated as just another business are getting their way, and the university 
imagination is increasingly a managerial imagination’ seems even more true today than it was 
in 2000. As some academic managers increase their adherence to managerial values, it would 
seem that that, for writers such as Hil (2012, p. 52), their ‘primary interest [appears to 
become] … to advance the prestige and competitiveness of the university as an end in itself’.  
 
Following this line of argument, By, Diefenbach, and Klarmer (2008, p. 23) state that ‘some 
individuals in the [higher education] sector’ have ‘exploited’ managerialism:  
 
for purposes of self-promotion and preservation as it has created an opportunity for 
cronyism, rent-seeking and organisational psychopathic behaviour. In this sense, the 
main purpose of managerialism is to increase the authority, privileges and influence 
of power and career-oriented managers. The mismanagement coming along with 
managerialism has resulted in serious negative consequences for the sector.   
 
Here Samier (2008, p. 3) cites Menzel, who refers to ‘morally mute managers’; managers 
who are seduced by a sense of duty ‘as competent purveyors of neutral information’. Rules 
and formalised goals take precedence over higher order moral principles. In times of 
economic uncertainty and reduced employment security, it is easy to become mute. 
Considering what they describe as “competencies” for leaders in Australian universities, 
Scott et al. (2008) have observed lack of trust, of integrity, and of fairness towards academic 
managers. The lack of trust and integrity derive from a perception that academic managers 
appear to preach one thing but do the opposite. The view that they are unfair stems from 
perceived unfairness in recruitment and promotion decisions. This argument is not to deny 
that there have been academic leaders who have engaged in self-serving and unethical 
behaviour in the past, but rather that the greater use of managerial practices in universities has 
contributed to an intensification and expansion of these behaviours. As indicated above, this 
argument also does not deny that there are academic managers, particularly at middle 
management level, who experience greater connection to their academic colleagues and thus 
who have viewed their role as, in part, protecting their colleagues. What is apparent is that the 
greater adherence to managerial values by those in head of school positions represents a trend 
towards the weakening of accountability. This weakening has been heightened by the 
 6
emergence of an audit culture where the replacement of accountability as responsibility with 
accountability as responsiveness is most evident (Pillay & Kimber, 2009).  
 
The audit culture 
 
Within an audit culture “the techniques and values of accountancy have become a central 
organizing principle in the governance and management of human conduct … [Such 
principles are contributing to] new kinds of relationships, habits and practices” (Shore, 2008, 
p. 278). The use of accounting rather than accountability principles contributes to the 
erosion of professional autonomy (Shore, 2008). Advocates of an audit culture stress a 
narrow market understanding of accountability, emphasising transparency and 
performance. These performance measures are central to the second component of the 
democratic deficit. It is the use of these managerial changes to universities that are 
contributing to academics’ identities being constructed in “ways that signify deep alterations 
in our common sense and that challenge fundamental understandings of citizenship and 
democracy” (Apple, 2013, p. 388). It is the new understanding of accountability and 
democracy that concerns several writers in this area (Craig, Amernic, & Tourish, 2014; 
Murphy, 2009; Pillay & Kimber, 2009; Shore, 2008).  
 
Craig, et al. (2014) have provided a thorough analysis of the audit culture in universities, 
focusing on New Public Management and accountability. As managerial changes to 
university structures have replaced collegial governance with a corporate hierarchy in which 
academic managers have powers of surveillance and control, and can easily exploit that 
power (Samier, 2008). Heads of schools, for instance, have the power to ‘scrutinise every 
aspect of each academic’s “performance” and have been encouraged to do so through rallying 
cries of “accountability” and “transparency”. Most of the watching is top-down, rather than 
sideways or bottom-up’ (Hil, 2012, p. 88). This point underscores that, for some observers, 
heads of schools are no longer necessarily accountable to their colleagues. These changes to 
accountability structures and practices suggest movement towards the first component of the 
democratic deficit, with collegiality and autonomy seemingly being replaced with top-down 
hierarchical control (Craig, et al., 2014).  
 
Within an audit culture, university staff are to meet output targets and be outcome oriented. 
There is a “demand to constantly ‘produce evidence’ that one is acting correctly – in essence 
to act in an entrepreneurial manner” (Apple, 2013, 387). Craig, et al. (2014, 10-12) write 
about ‘the accountability treadmill’ and the ‘auditability’ of academics, where quality audits 
and the appearance of control increase in importance. It could be argued that, in such a 
culture, it is ignored that research and teaching are qualitative and thus cannot be measured 
easily (Kimber, 2000). While Marginson (2011a, b) suggests knowledge might be seen as a 
pure public good, Giroux (2010) asserts knowledge too is being marketed as a product, 
making a university no different from McDonalds (Hil, 2012; Gaita, 2012). There is a focus 
on branding, marketing, and management-speak such as performance, student evaluations of 
teaching, work-integrated learning, creative industries, world-standard research, and quality 
audits (Hil, 2012). Transparency and responsiveness (e.g., performance reviews, quality 
assurance audits, publication statistics, world rankings, student evaluations) have been 
replacing responsibility as the mode of accountability in Australian universities.  
 
It could be argued that “quality” has become a buzzword representing the audit 
culture. Quality assurance audits were perhaps one of the first visible signs of this 
culture, increasing in importance such as Australia, New Zealand, and the United 
 7
Kingdom in the 1990s with the extension of managerialism (Cheng, 2010; Hoecht, 
2006; Massaro, 2010; Murphy, 2009; Ryan, 2012; Shore, 2008). Writers such as 
Murphy (2009) and Ryan (2012) observe increasing bureaucratic control associated 
with audits and a concomitant change in values around accountability that challenge 
academics’ identity. Some critics of quality audits see the audit culture as Orwellian-
like (Hoecht, 2006; Ryan, 2012). Considering quality assurance audits and 
accountability, Pillay and Kimber (2009) note that responsiveness is market-based 
accountability and responsibility is public sector-based accountability. Importantly, 
they highlight that the issue is not that responsiveness is bad, but rather that 
responsiveness is not necessarily the best form of accountability for a public good that 
serves the public (or common) good. What seems to be occurring is a blurring of 
public sector responsibility and market-driven responsiveness. As Vincent (2011) 
suggests, unlike a private sector business, universities do not have shareholders to 
check management.  
 
Giroux (2010) argues that, by promoting a ‘bare pedagogy’ in which ‘Critique, self-
reflection, analysis, and wide reading [become] anathema’ to success as an academic (Craig, 
et al., 2014, p.14), the marketisation of higher education stands against the role of universities 
in promoting the discussion, critique and debate necessary for a democratic public sphere. 
Thus the audit culture represents movement towards the first component of the democratic 
deficit. As Craig et al. (2014, p. 19) argue, ‘we need to think about accountability in ways 
that embrace more responsible features of a modified collegial control; and that we need to 
supplement brute financial accountability with compassion, multiplicity, social welfare, 
social responsibility, equity, and trust’. Accountability as responsibility is central to this 
public sector but managerial ‘accountability is inappropriate to the public sphere’ (Ranson, 
2003, p. 473). The audit culture, therefore, represents a movement towards the first 
component of the democratic deficit. culture and actions based on it have contributed to the 
casualisation of academic work.  
 
Casualisation 
 
Combined	with	the	split	between	academic	managers	and	
managed	academics	and	the	expansion	of	the	audit	culture,	
the	casualisation	of	academic	work	is	de-professionalising	
intensifying	academic	work,	and	potentially	eroding	
academic	freedom.	De-professionalised	academics	are	
‘treated	more	like	employees	than	autonomous	
professionals’	(Santiago	&	Carvalho,	2008,	p.	207).	This	
situation	is	even	more	acute	for	those	staff	employed	on	
casual,	short-term,	and	fixed-term	contracts,	on	whom	
academic	managers	are	increasingly	reliant.	To	put	another	
way,	academics	might	be	considered	to	be	being	de-
professionalised	through	the	removal	of	tenure—a	process	
that	might	be	described	as	casualisation.	Through	a	
shrinking	tenured	core	and	an	expanding	tenuous	periphery	
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(Kimber,	2003),	academic	work	is	intensifying	and	it	is	likely	
that	academic	freedom	is	being	eroded.	It	can	be	argued	that	
employment	security	facilitates	the	academic	freedom	
necessary	for	academics	to	analyse,	critique,	and	speak	out.	a	
Academics in the tenuous periphery include lecturers, tutors, and researchers employed on 
sessional academic, casual professional, and fixed-term contracts (Bexley, James, & 
Arkoudis, 2011; Bexley, Arkoudis, & James, 2013; Broadbent, Troup, & Strachan, 2013; 
McAlpine, 2010; Ryan et al., 2013; Ryan, 2012; Smith, 2012). ‘Casuals on the periphery are 
deskilled and marginalized in scholarly life, threatening the status of higher education as a 
public good, and thereby redefining the fields of knowledge’ (Brown, Goodman, & 
Yasukawa, 2010, p. 170). Casuals are at the bottom of the academic hierarchy. In many 
cases, they “work under what frequently amounts to ad hoc systems of patronage or what is 
widely referred to as ‘precarious employment”. (Hil, 2012, p. 87) 
 
This trend towards casualistion of employment in universities has been noted in several 
countries, with articles about the use of managerial practices in universities resulting in the 
growing diversity and precariousness of academic employment (Coates & Grodebuure, 2010; 
Finkelstein, 2010; LH Martin Institute, 2011; Percy & Beaumont, 2008; Rajagopal, 2004; 
Santiago & Carvalho, 2008; Teichler, 2010; Winter, 2009). Speaking about the situation in 
Canada, for example, Rajagopal (2004, p. 65) has asserted that universities use limited-term 
full-time staff as ‘disposable’. Such a view of academics might be considered to the place the 
market above the employment conditions necessary for academics to fulfil their role in a 
democratic society. 
 
In 2012, approximately 60 per cent of academic staff in Australian universities were 
employed on casual contracts (Hil, 2012). Using data from the industry superannuation fund 
covering universities employees, May (2011) estimated that there were approximately 67,000 
casual teaching staff in Australian universities in 2010. Thus ‘[t]he Australian higher 
education sector has the third highest level of casual employment among 14 industries, 
behind the health care and social assistance and retail industries, and ahead of the hospitality 
industry …’ (Ryan, Burgess, Connell, & Groen, 2013, p. 162). This analysis supports that 
casualisation of employment has been occurring throughout the Australian economy since the 
1980s. While the casualisation of academic work fits within this broader pattern of 
casualisation, it is unique in that academics are among the highest qualified workers and 
among the longest to educate (May, 2011). In ‘2011, casual academics represented 25% of 
teaching and research, and teaching only academics’ (Ryan et al., 2013, p. 162). There 
appears to be no comparable figures on research staff. Fractional appointments in Australian 
universities have grown from one in five people in 2000 (19.4 per cent) to almost one in four 
people in 2010 (24.0 per cent). Australian universities have increased casual staff from 
40,740 in 1996 to 73,592 in 2011 (81 per cent increase) and fixed-term staff from 29,768 to 
43,860 in 2011 (47 per cent increase), while only increasing permanent staff from 47,635 to 
65,306 (37 per cent increase) over the same period. Statistics show that more women than 
men are on fixed-term and casual contracts, while more men than women are in tenured 
positions. More women than men cite disadvantages of casual and fixed-term contracts 
(Barrett & Barrett, 2011; Brown et al., 2010; Bryson, 2004; L.H. Martin Institute, 2011; May, 
2011). These disadvantages include inadequate pay leading to difficulties paying rent, buying 
a house, and having children; poor work conditions; marginalisation; and poor health (Brown 
et al., 2010; Hill, 2012; Nurminen, 2008).   
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Based on studies of casual and fixed-term research staff in Australian, United Kingdom and 
Canadian universities, it could be suggested that some tenured academics are ambivalent to 
the situation experienced by their colleagues on casual, short-, and fixed-term contracts. 
Indeed, it could be argued that some tenured academics exploit their colleagues (Bexley, 
James, & Arkoudis, 2011; Bexley, Arkoudis, & James, 2013; Brown, et al., 2010; Rajagopal, 
2004; McAlpine, 2010). Casualisation needs to be a concern for tenured academics, if for no 
other reasons that the non-replacement of tenured staff increases the workloads of tenured 
staff that remain and can erode academic freedom. From this perspective, it is not that there is 
no place for casual employment in universities; it is likely that there will be a need for casual 
employees in universities. It is also likely that aspiring academics will continue to seek 
experience through casual employment and that some employees’ life situations will make 
casual work desirable for them. However, it is important to note that “this does not mean the 
higher education system should abandon those aspects of traditional modes of work that 
retain an enduring value” (Bexley et al., 2013, 398). 
 
Considering such conclusions, action is perhaps more urgent due to the ageing of the tenured 
academic workforce (around 60 per cent of the tenured workforce is over 50); an impending 
demographic crisis that is only being partially addressed by the employment of some younger 
academics into early career positions. Middle-career academics, the majority of whom are 
employed on casual and short-term contracts, largely have been ignored. This ignoring means 
that it is likely there will be insufficient ongoing staff to deal with growing numbers of 
students—the shrinking number of tenured academics experience increasing workloads. 
These middle-career academics—both teaching and research—need job security and 
opportunities to gain appropriate experiences. As Bexley et al.  (2011) have found, without 
these measures being implemented, members of this ‘lost generation’ will continue to leave 
the sector, supporting May’s (2011, 10) contention that they have been ‘abandoned by’ ‘the 
university sector’. The lack of opportunities for this lost generation appears to be impacting 
on younger academics, with almost 40 per cent of those under 30 and a third of those between 
30 and 39 who responded to Bexley et al.’s (2013) survey reporting that they were either not 
intending to remain at their current university or intending to leave the Australian higher 
education sector. Respondents cited job insecurity and lack of career path as the main reasons 
for their intention. Thus reversing casualisation might contribute to mitigating this crisis. 
Tenure can be considered to underpin academic freedom within the university sector. 
Academic freedom enables the analysis and critique necessary for sustaining and furthering 
democracy. Casualisation, therefore, represents a further trend towards the weakening of 
accountability within Australian universities.  
 
Can the university be revived?  
 
The power of generic managers, the dominance of the audit culture, and the casualisation of 
academic work indicate a trend towards the first component of the democratic deficit in 
Australian universities. Thus it is to the question of restoring universities to their important 
place in contributing to a strong democracy that we now turn. Many writers focus on the 
interface between academics and the community; namely, the integral role of public 
intellectuals to democracy. Yet conditions within universities influence academics’ ability to 
engage in public intellectual work. As Giroux (2010, p. 194) argues, the ‘democratic project’ 
is:  
 
not built on a subaltern class of academics who are powerless, overworked, denied 
basic benefits, and removed from shaping policy; nor is the problem solved by simply 
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calling for a limit to the pool of potential faculty. This is a political issue that is about 
power, the meaning of education, and what role faculty, students, and administrators 
are going to play in shaping a future much different from the present. 
 
Academic leaders at all levels of their universities need to act within their institutions and 
within the wider public domain (Hil, 2012). Hil (2012, pp. 217-220) observes Australian 
academics reacting to managerialism through resistance, over-the-wallism (as also known as 
withdrawal [Ryan, 2012]), paradigm busting, and moral pragmatism. As most people have to 
work within the system, he considers moral pragmatism the most feasible. Morally pragmatic 
strategies include: contesting the standardised approach to teaching; linking pedagogy and 
action; using and promoting critical inquiry; reframing ‘language by referring to ... 
citizenship, participatory democracy, community, public education, students ... and the 
collective good’ (Hil, 2012, pp. 217-218); and building student engagement and research 
partnerships with the community.  
 
Similarly, Hammond and Churchman (2008) elucidate five points to increase the social 
sustainability of higher education institutions. These points are:  
 
 improving equity by creating equality of outcomes for marginalised groups in Australian 
universities (casual and sessional staff, and women) and reducing the ‘significant staff 
shortages’ (p. 239);  
 increasing diversity in employment so that ‘a multiplicity of voices in the community’ are 
recognised (p. 240); 
 enhancing interconnectedness through social contact between academics (p. 240); 
 strengthening democracy and governance through altering the public policy and 
accountability context, improving trust, and increasing public resourcing of university; and   
 improving quality of life by reversing the devaluing of academic work and the erosion of 
academics’ employment conditions (p. 242). 
 
These actions might depend on individuals whom Kezar (2011) describes as ‘grassroots’ or 
bottom-up leaders—leaders who do not hold an institutional position of authority. Grassroots 
leaders within higher education institutions need to recognise the institutional policies and 
practices that are the source of the difficulties they experience, and power dynamics that exist 
in these institutions. They can create coalitions or networks within and external to the 
university, and ‘fly… under the radar’. These leaders experience the following five power 
dynamics from managers—oppression, silencing, controlling, inertia, and micro-aggression. 
Such dynamics can be difficult to identify, as they are not only context and relationship 
specific, but are also deeply ingrained in institutional structures and culture (Lester & Kezar, 
2012; Kezar, 2011). The impacts of using oppression to maintain power are sickness, 
absenteeism, low morale, staff turnover, law suits, lack of leadership, and lowered resilience 
resulting from bullying and mobbing. These behaviours and their undesirable impacts have 
been linked to the increased competition and reduced collegiality associated with the 
managerial university (Kezar, 2011)  
 
Like Kezar in the United States, in her work on the resistance strategies used by tenured 
academics in Australian universities, Anderson (2008) links resistance to managerial 
restructuring. For Anderson, less collegial and more hierarchical structures have been 
increasing anxiety and demoralising staff. Resistance can occur when claims ‘are judged to 
lack a moral basis, fairness or justice, according to local values and norms’ (p. 255). Her 
interviewees offered traditional academic culture and their responsibility to assess, analyse, 
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and criticise as reasons for resistance. Interviewees viewed managerial practices as 
‘inefficient, ineffective, and as compromising academic standards of quality and excellence’ 
(p. 256). Micropolitical strategies Anderson (2008) identified were hidden resistance that 
became overt and politically charged, refusal, concealed resistance, avoidance, and qualified 
compliance.  
 
Hidden resistance included making an inquiry submission or challenging managers. 
Concealed resistance included feigned ignorance, partial compliance or superficial 
compliance, passive resistance, and humorous reflexivity. Avoidance was the most common 
strategy academics in Anderson’s study used. They ignored requests, stockpiled 
communication that did not seem important, and threw away anything that was not followed 
up with a subsequent request. The academic staff Anderson (2008) interviewed used qualified 
compliance when avoidance was not possible. They ‘complied with managerialist demands in 
minimal, pragmatic, or strategic ways’ (p. 264)—‘complying with the letter, but not the spirit, 
of particular requirements’ (p. 265).  
 
 
Academic leaders need to practice critical pedagogy, critiquing the organisational structures 
and employment conditions of their universities and equipping their students with the 
intellectual armoury to be global citizens who think, question, critique, and act to uphold, 
strengthen and extend a vibrant democracy (Giroux, 2010). Here, academic leaders could 
agitate for the conversion of mid-career academics (including those employed on professional 
staff contracts who engage in research) to ongoing positions. 
 
In addition to these actions, academics need ‘to engage various audiences through public and 
policy discourses’ (Hil, 2012, p. 217). Academics, particularly academic leaders, need to 
engage in community-engaged scholarship through their roles as public intellectuals, 
academic activists, and public educators (Flood, Martin, & Dreher, 2013; Pusey, 2010). Yet, 
in Australia, being a public intellectual can be challenging, due to the Benthamite nature of 
the political culture (Collins, 1985; Orr, 2010; Pusey, 2010)—the politics of pragmatism 
dominates public debate. To overcome these challenges, Pusey (2010) stresses concrete 
narratives set in real time, accessible language and imagery, and the restoration of public 
agency. He gives the example of Tim Flannery, who, through his television series on the 
Murray River, enabled the public to see the impact of climate change. Public intellectuals are 
generally considered ‘pure generalist(s)’ who have an expansive role within the public 
sphere. They have significant knowledge about a wide range of areas and communicate with 
the public in plain language (Orr, 2010, p. 23). When considering managerial language, 
various writers and thinkers have referred to it as corrupting public language, advocating a 
return to the principles of plain language enunciated by George Orwell (Watson, 2003). 
Germaine Greer and Raymond Gaita might be thought of as public intellectuals. As public 
intellectuals, academics are essential for democracy. They can be seen as committed, 
independent and knowledgeable people who ‘can help to enrich the democratic imagination 
and civic sensitivity of both citizens and their leaders’ (Mistzal, 2012, p. 139). Public 
intellectuals are critical to ‘morally informed social debates on matters of common concern’ 
(Mistzal, 2012, p. 140). As an example, Gaita (2012, 1996) has been railing against the 
impact of neo-liberalism, especially the focus on consumerism rather than on citizenship.  
 
Many of the contributions of those who might be considered public intellectuals or academic 
activists are dependent on tenure and the protection of academic freedom. It could be argued, 
however, that the expansion of precarious appointment and the reconceptualisation of 
 12
academic work as a commodity have been eroding this protection. It could be argued also that 
fear and busyness are key elements in preventing more overt academic resistance to neo-
liberalism in Australian universities (Flood et al., 2013; Hil, 2012). In part, this fear is evident 
in the schism between academics and managers (Hil, 2012; Winter, 2009; Winter & 
O'Donohue, 2012). Yet globalisation and the knowledge economy require changes to this 
organisational structure such that a different group of university workers might prosper 
(Kenny, 2009). Such changes might result in some universities being more managerial than 
others and some being more networked than others (Ferlie, Musselin, & Andresani, 2008). 
Marginson (2011c) points to the impact of Asian universities on Australian higher education 
and the glonocal nature of higher education. Referring to our earlier discussion on bottom-up 
leadership, Lester and Kezar (2012) have observed that academics with the greatest influence 
had developed some degree of balance between managerial values and traditional academic 
values—using the status they achieved through the former to claw back the latter. 
 
Such academics might be in a position to assist the community to understand the critical role 
of universities to democracy may promote a climate to increase public funding for higher 
education, enhancing academics’ ability to undertake research, teach, and community 
engagement. Of the 29 developed countries in the OECD, Australia sits at 25 in terms of 
public funding of universities (Bradley, et al., 2008; Kimber, 2003; Universities Australia, 
2013). Where governments tie national economic competitiveness to a highly educated 
workforce, adequate public funding of higher education needs to be a government priority. 
Increased funding of universities might contribute to mitigating staff shortages, reducing 
underemployment, and decreasing the workload of those currently in the shrinking core.   
 
Associated with this funding increase is the necessity for government and university leaders 
to manage the retirement of baby boomers. Here there is a need for middle-career academics 
(especially ‘treadmill academics’ regardless of whether employed as academic staff or 
professional staff) in the periphery—teachers and researchers—to be offered ongoing 
academic positions. Universities could offer professional development to ensure that those 
who have been predominately in teaching-only positions have research opportunities and 
those who have been in primarily research-only positions have teaching opportunities. Such a 
strategy would entail reducing funding for early career academic positions and increasing 
funding of middle-career academic positions. This funding alteration is an interim measure, 
to ensure mid-career academics are ready to step into the senior positions that will be vacated 
by senior academics in the next five to ten years.  
 
To increase job security and maintain flexibility, greater provision is needed for half-time 
positions, enabling older academics to move into retirement and younger academics to move 
into these positions as older academics retire. Similarly, adjunct positions could be offered to 
early and mid-career academics, as well as to retired academics. Such reforms are a step in 
recognising the diversity of those who identify as academics and require pro-active 
cooperation by all stakeholders and their representatives (Kimber, 2003).  
 
These suggestions return to the democratic necessity for academics to speak out where 
policies and actions have the potential to harm. If the role of academia is to advance 
knowledge, then academics need to engage in research and impart ‘ideas through teaching 
and community engagement …’ (Orr, 2010, p. 24). Through being self-reflective, academics 
can prevent their voices being ‘treated as yet another commodity’ (Smyth & Hattam, 2000, p. 
171). Academic resistance to the marketised university ‘requires a willingness publicly to 
raise embarrassing questions, to confront orthodoxy and dogma and to not be co-opted by 
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governments or corporations’ (Smyth & Hattam, 2000, pp. 171-172). Thus academics need to 
(1) encourage greater engagement within and outside universities and (2) encourage critique 
of policies, practices, and procedures that undermine democracy.  
 
Conclusion 
Analysis of the evidence presented in this paper suggests that Australian universities are 
being weakened through managerial policies and practices. This weakening is perhaps most 
obvious in the casualisation of the workforce where de-professionalisation has been 
undermining tenure, posing considerable risk to academic freedom as a consequence. The 
tenured core is shrinking (and aging) and the tenuous periphery is expanding. It is also 
evident in the movement to academic managers and in the audit culture. Here collegiality and 
autonomy are being replaced with hierarchy and bureaucratic control. There is a schism 
between academic managers holding managerial values and academics holding traditional 
academic values. Such a schism has led to more vocal claims of self-interest and lack of 
integrity, feelings of mistrust and unfairness, and low morale. The wider public service notion 
of accountability as responsibility is being replaced by the narrow market understanding of 
accountability as responsiveness. Here academics are required to continually “‘produce 
evidence’ that [they are] acting … in an entrepreneurial manner” (Apple, 2013, p. 387). 
Academics themselves have become auditable. Quality audits have become central (Craig, et al., 
2014). Universities appear to be viewed as businesses rather than public goods that serve the 
public good. 
 
Some writers suggest that this movement towards a democratic deficit is evident in a lower 
propensity of academics to engage in their roles as public intellectuals. However, as writers 
such as Anderson and Gaita suggest, there is academic resistance to managerial policies and 
practices, with writers such as Ryan wish they resisted more. Such actions suggest that 
concerted action by academic leaders—wherever they sit in their university—can arrest the 
decline in Australian universities. Analysing the life course of political ideologies, Vincent 
(2011) argues that neo-liberalism will fall away and be replaced. The question is, however, 
when. Thus it might not be an option to do nothing. Perhaps academics need to begin 
reimagining the university (Barnett, 2013). 
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